OldFred.com  by Peter Fairhurst
PART 1, CHAPTER 4
Shingle, Sand, Sea and Silly Geoffrey

The Lonsdales lived in a village that was not far from the coast and, one day, Fred suggested that he would take Alex and Abbie to the seaside.  It was a lovely day, perfect for spending time on the beach.  Grandma packed lunch for them and, as she waved them off, said, “Have a good time, and don’t get up to any mischief.”

Fred replied, “My Grandchildren don’t get up to mischief, Old Thing, do you kids?”

“I wasn’t talking about them, it’s you I’m worried about, you old duffer.”  Alex sniggered.  

Fred looked a bit put out and said, “Charming!”

“What’s a duffer, Granddad,” Abbie asked.

“Never you mind, love.”   

The Lonsdales had a favourite place at the seaside, it was a quiet, secluded spot where you could park actually on the shingle beach.  As they got out of the van they realised that there was quite a strong wind, blowing out to sea.  The tide was quite a long way out and there were some children playing in the sand near the water’s edge.

Fred and the children were walking towards them when they heard a faint cry for help.  They looked out to sea but could see nothing.  

“Help,  Help.”

Fred rushed up to the children and asked if they had heard the cries.

“Oh dear,” one replied, “It could be Geoffrey, he’s out there on the Lilo.”  They explained that they were having turns to paddle about on the airbed and that their friend had been gone for quite a long time.

Fred wanted to be angry, he wanted to tell them that airbeds are extremely dangerous, he wanted to call them stupid but, most of all, he wanted to do something to help.  There were no adults in sight, there were no boats, the only thing he could do was to rush back to the van and ‘phone for help.

Back at the van, a rather breathless Fred dialled 999 and asked for the coastguard.  As he was telling the operator what had happened and where they were, there was a strange whooshing and scraping noise; the bottom of the van was changing into a boat and it was sliding, quite slowly, down the quite steep beach towards the sea.  Alex helped Abbie to climb on board and jumped in himself and, in no time at all they had slid all the way down the beach and were in the water, bobbing gently on the waves.

Fred had no idea what to do.  He put the phone down and turned the key.  There was the sound of rushing water and the boat started to move quite briskly.  He turned the steering wheel to the left, the boat moved to the left; he turned it to the right, the boat went to the right.

“Okay you two, put your seat belts on and hold tight, lets go and find Geoffrey.”

The old van turned out to be quite a fast boat and was soon heading out to sea.  Fred steered towards where they expected to find the airbed.  After quite a fair distance there was no sign of it and Fred decided to sail round in big circles, telling Alex and Abbie to keep a lookout on both sides of the boat.  

They had been circling round and round, without success, for what seemed to be ages when Abbie called out, excitedly, “There he is, Granddad, over there!”  She pointed to something bright and colourful in the distance.

Fred pointed the boat in the right direction and went as fast as he could.  Abbie was right, it was a Lilo but there was no sign of the boy.  Fred slowed down and moved close to the airbed.  They all went to the side of the boat and Alex leaned over to grab it.  As they pulled it towards them, the airbed swung round and they could see a small hand tangled in a strap and a little head bobbing in the water.

“That’s him, we must get him in the boat straight away,” Fred said urgently, “Alex, keep hold of the airbed, I’ll try to reach him.”

Abbie said that she couldn’t look and turned away.  She turned back and shouted, excitedly, “Granddad, Granddad, there’s a lifeboat coming and look, there’s a helicopter over there.”

Fred had just managed to drag Geoffrey into their boat when the lifeboat pulled along side.  One of the lifeboat crew dropped into Fred’s boat and turned his attention immediately to the lifeless young boy.  After a little while, Geoffrey spluttered.

“Thank God for that,” Fred said, “is he going to be all right?”

The first crewman carried on attending to the boy.  The second crewman spoke into his radio, “Delta Foxtrot, urgent hospital transfer, we’re standing by. Out.”

The helicopter was directly overhead and a man was lowered, carefully down to the boat.  Geoffrey was lifted into a cradle and, immediately, winched up to the helicopter.  As the helicopter turned away, the downdraft from its rotor blades made Fred’s little boat rock and sway alarmingly but it soon settled down as the helicopter headed for the hospital.

“You saved that boy’s life, governor, he would have been gone if you hadn’t got him out of the water when you did.”

Fred said nothing, he looked at Alex who was sitting on the deck, trembling.  “Are you all right, Alexander?” he asked.

Alex did not reply, he started sobbing, very quietly.  Abbie did not understand, “What’s wrong with Alex, Granddad?  He should be happy, not sad.”

The crewman explained that Alex had been a very brave boy, and, once the bravery was over he was relieved but he might be in a mild state of shock.  The crewman then sat down next to Alex, put his arm round his shoulder and said, “You did our job for us, Al, you’re a very brave young man.  This is a very unusual boat, I’ve never seen one like it before.  Do you mind me calling you Al?”

Alex smiled, “My name’s Alexander, not Al.”

“Sorry Al,” Alex threw a pretend punch at him, and started laughing,  “I mean Alexander.”

While this was happening, the second crewman used his radio again; this time he told the ambulance, which was waiting on the beach, that it was not needed.

Alex seemed to be out of his state of shock and the crewman suggested that Fred might like to bring the children to the lifeboat station to have a look round.  “Come down next Saturday, about half past ten, we’ll show you round, you kids would like that, wouldn’t you?  You really must come,” he said.

The lifeboat men returned to their boat and, as it headed back to the harbour, they stood on the deck, waving.  Fred started his engine and headed back to the beach.  As they got into the very shallow water, there was that scraping noise again and, as they moved up the sand, the boat disappeared and the van became the van again.

Geoffrey’s friends were still there but they weren’t playing any more.  They had realised what was going on and were very worried.  Fred stopped beside them and told them that Geoffrey was on his way to hospital.  Again, he wanted to tell them how stupid they had been but he knew that they knew that already.  They told him Geoffrey’s parents’ ‘phone number and Fred dialled it.

There was no reply.

“His Mum’s got a mobile, do you want to try that?”

Fred dialled the mobile.  He was very relieved, Geoffrey’s mother was on her way to the hospital, apparently her son had recovered sufficiently, in the helicopter, to tell the crew his home number and they had ‘phoned her.

One of the boys said, “That’s a cool motor, Mister, what is it?”

“It’s a very smart machine, boys much smarter than you lot.  Don’t you realise how stupid you have been, don’t you realise how dangerous air beds can be?  Your friend Geoffrey nearly died out there.”

The boys were obviously very distressed and all wanted to say how sorry they were.  Fred knew that they had learned a valuable lesson and told them to go home and tell their parents what had happened.

“My Dad’ll kill me, Mister;” one said, “ he keeps warning me about Lilos and wind and currents and things, he’ll kill me.”

“He won’t kill you, he might be very cross with you but, I am sure, he will understand, probably shout a bit, forbid you going to the beach for a while but he will soon get over it.  And, if you don’t tell him, someone else most certainly will and that will be far worse for you.”

Fred and his grandchildren did not feel like staying at the beach after that and decided to drive back home to tell Grandma and Alex and Abbie’s parents about their adventure. 

The local paper was delivered on the Friday morning and Fred was surprised by the main, front page headline:  MYSTERY RESCUERS SAVE YOUNG BOY’S LIFE.  “Look at this Old Thing, they say that we’re heroes, the paper are asking people to identify the ‘brave sailors’, what a lot of fuss about nothing.”

“Heroes and a heroine dear, don’t forget Abbie, and it wasn’t nothing, it was wonderful what you and the children did, very brave.”

“It was nothing to do with us, love, it was that old van of mine; the van’s the hero, not us.”

“You try telling that to the paper when you go to the lifeboat station tomorrow, they’re bound to be there.”

“We can’t go now, we can’t.”

“Oh yes you can, and you will, the children are looking forward to it.  You’ve got to go.”

“I’d rather put Sir Henry’s weathervane up.”

“Don’t be silly, you’re going to the lifeboat station, and that’s that.”

The children were very excited when they arrived at Granddad’s house on the Saturday morning, they were looking forward to their visit to the lifeboat station.  They were even more excited when they arrived, the station was covered in balloons, flags and ribbons.  

“What’s that all about Granddad?” Abbie asked.

“I hate to think”, he replied, “I hope its an open day, or something like that.”   They were soon to find out.  There was a reception party waiting for them.  The mayor was there, the coastguards were there, the lifeboat men were there, Geoffrey and his family and friends were there and an elderly man, in Navy uniform was there.

Fred and the children were asked to sit on chairs on a raised platform.  There were speeches about bravery and safety at sea.  Fred was very embarrassed, the children were as well but they felt very important and really quite enjoyed it.

The man in uniform was introduced to them, he was Captain Archibald Arbuthnot and was going to make a presentation.

“Granddad,”  Abbie asked, “Isn’t he ….”

“Sh, love, out little secret.”

The three brave rescuers were each given a medal and a presentation model of a lifeboat.  Geoffrey’s family were very grateful and presented them with an enormous bouquet of flowers; Geoffrey’s mother cried.  A photographer took a lot of pictures and a reporter from the newspaper asked a load of questions and wrote a lot of notes on his pad.

After a little while the presentations were over and the heroes and the heroine  were given a conducted tour of the station.  Captain Arbuthnot explained that he was chairman of the local Lifeboat Association,  “Royal Navy, retired, you know.  Spent my life at sea, love boats, always have.  What sort of boat is yours, Lonsdale, old chap?  Something a bit special, I warrant?”

Abbie answered, “Everything about my Granddad is very special”

“I’m sure it is, dear lady.  I wish my wife, Alicia, had come with me today; she won’t leave her  precious cat, a stupid animal she calls Nelson, she would have loved to meet you.”

After all the fuss, Granddad said that it really was time for them to leave.  As they drove home, Granddad said, “This old van is the real hero but I’m glad no one asked any awkward questions about our boat.  We couldn’t really tell them the truth, could we?”
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